Many years ago, when I was teaching English 101 at a community college in Arizona, there was a quiet, older woman in the back of my classroom. She did not participate much but she was a devoted student. When visiting the local super market one day, I noticed she worked behind the bread counter and we chatted briefly. On the last day of class, she waited till everyone had exited the room, then walked up to me and told me
that years before, she had to drop out of high school because of a teen pregnancy and only now, in her forties, could she resume her education. Her eyes were welling up with tears when she said: "Thank you so much for teaching me how to write. I have a new take on life and it's all because of your class."
Fast Forward: I have been teaching Dutch at Cal for ten years now and it seems highly unlikely that a student in Dutch 1 would come up to me at the end of the semester to make a tearful admission that I changed their life because I taught them to speak Dutch.
And if they did, I might be wondering whether they were stoned or trying to cozy up to me because they were stressed out about their final grade.
To make matters worse, when I tell Dutch people that I teach Dutch to American students, they roll their eyes in baffled amazement and utter: "But for Pete's sake, why…?" This tells us something very interesting about native Dutch speakers, namely: a) they are not very chauvinistic about their own language or insistent that others should learn this smaller language and b) they speak English willingly and gladly when called upon, so if Americans do want to rise above their monolingual status, the Dutch seem to imply, why not try your hand at Spanish or Mandarin, or if you really do plan on working for the CIA, Urdu or any of the other "terrorist languages" Bush II decided to support.
It doesn't make it any easier when Americans sometimes ask me whether Dutch, in spite of the 20 million speakers around the world, is an endangered language, like Cornish or Yiddish.
The inferiority complex about Dutch is hardly justified, because even though Dutch ranks (last time I checked) 58 th in the list of world languages which is just above Kurdish and Serbo-Croatian, it is the 10 th language on the internet and a tier 1 language for Silicon Valley companies who are translating their content for the global market.
In addition, Dutch should be taken more seriously from a world history point of view: Is getting fed up with all this talk about mom
The Dutch idiom here is (and I warn you, this is crude): "P. is growing a horse's dick from all the talk about mom."
At that point I closed my laptop, blushing, but the students had been reading all along
and were asking what was going on, why my mom was sitting next to an overweight monkey, how a monkey could ever even ask for a prosecco and why the guy named P.
was growing a horse's dick. Without leaving the classroom in America, they had had a genuine language moment with a native speaker that they were puzzled by, but here's the kicker, they understood Dutch, so suddenly they had been part of this very private conversation and they felt validated by the fact that they picked up the words and meanings so fast. Dutch was no longer a soup of mere gutturals but more of an open book. More importantly, at that moment, Dutch was relevant, and I was relevant for taking them to that level in comprehension
That experience was interesting to me in that it confirmed to me that students, like the maker of Rosetta Stone, crave those genuine unrehearsed language moments with native speakers and feel especially validated when they understand what is said or written. For this very same reason, I use story telling in Dutch to recreate the same experience and I have had GSI's set up experiments with native speaker pen pals, while in my advanced classes I also encourage students to submit good pieces to media outlets in the Netherlands; last semester this even led to an opinion piece of one of my students being included in one of the major national newspapers De Volkskrant: the student had had only three semesters of Dutch under his belt and no previous, like heritage, experience with the language, so it can be done, but only if we encourage our students to excel and try. Another example: my advanced group of students also did an exercise in diplomacy last semester: last year there was a Russia-Netherlands anniversary, but due to some diplomatic incidents back and forth and Russia's stance on homosexuality, there were pieces in the Dutch media about whether the rest of the anniversary celebrations should be canceled. All the students wrote opinion pieces after debating it in class and I sent their pieces to the Dutch Consulate who then engaged into the discussion with us. These kinds of exercises take the language out of the language lab and the isolated space in which we teach our languages at Berkeley, and put them in action, in context and in contact with native speakers and that sort of REAL TIME (PAROLE versus LANGUE) as I call it, is a huge success with students and gives them the realization of relevance and the realization that yes, there are actually 20 million Dutch speakers out there in the world with whom we can communicate in their own language, and how awesome is that. Moreover, native speakers, have more and deeper connections with other native speakers, so as native speakers we should utilize that resource, even though, I have a feeling, this resource gets underutilized in the classroom.
Finally, last year, the New York Times printed a very interesting article of a study that showed that readers of literature become more empathic. One of the things the study had tried is have job applicants read some world literature like Chekhov or Jane Austen right before they went into a job interview and this actually triggered more empathy in the interview, i.e. a better interview performance. 2 Likewise, the learning of a foreign language generates cultural empathy, which again, is something Americans ought to acquire more of, knowing how few Americans carry passports or go abroad, and horrors, how few US Congressmen and Senators carry passports or go abroad. Once again, teaching or learning another language is essential for a greater global empathy and whether a student learns that by taking Slovenian or Finnish is, in the end, irrelevant.
The greater gain is cultural empathy and not the fact whether this student knows at least 10,000 words in Dutch, which will enable him or her to converse in the language adequately or read a newspaper without the use of Google Translate. overall, it is flatter than an old man's behind (this is sexist, but as women we have some catching up to do). Thus exposed, The Netherlands has had no natural barriers against invaders, and consequently, has been run over by enemy tribes and later, invading countries, like Spain, France and Germany. While opposing these countries the best we could, we, at the same time, opened our borders to the persecuted, which, in previous centuries, were those who were persecuted because of their religion (Jews, Huguenots).
Our lack of geographically sound borders can be seen as a blessed metaphor of our openness to foreigners and foreign languages. classes at UC Berkeley will teach them just that, whether they become fluent or not. The thank you notes I have received from former students over the years confirm this and often, and to their surprise, they tell me that their minor or major in Dutch Studies has made them stand out in the job market in one way or another… so going for a hike in the Dutch mountains is not entirely ludicrous or frivolous but an excellent exercise in global empathy, validation and respect.
